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Two Atlas Years Left—Read All About It!

Breeding Bird Arlas
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Welcome to your Michigan
Breeding Bird Atlas Il
newsletter. We hope
you’ll spend some time
looking at the information
we’ve assembled. You’ll
learn about what we’re
planning for 2006 and
2007, our last two field
seasons, including our
emphasis on priority and
specialty blocks and on
completing point counts.

Atlas Funding

Costs for the original Atlas
project, about 20 years ago,
exceeded $500,000. Itis
anticipated that total costs
for MBBA |1, including
fieldwork and publication
of the second edition, will
exceed $800,000.

Major Atlas sponsors are
Michigan DNR ($50,000/
year for 7 years), The Her-
bert H. and Grace A. Dow
Foundation ($75,000), and
Arcus Gay & Lesbian Fund
($50,000/year for 3 years).
Additional sponsors
($5,000/year) include
Michigan Audubon Soci-
ety, US Fish & Wildlife
Service, University of
Michigan-Dearborn’s

We’ll also be conducting
surveys in riparian and
grassland areas. Many of
the riparian surveys will
require travel by canoe, so
plan your canoe trips to
include bird surveys. More
information about proto-
cols is included in this
newsletter.

The status of Atlas fund-
ing and continuing finan-
cial needs are discussed.
Support has been great,
but this is a huge project,
so we continue to apply
for grants and request
donations. There are op-
portunities to buy or earn
Atlas souvenirs. And we’ll
tell you about some of the
common pitfalls in observ-
ing and reporting and

Rouge River Observatory,
and Kalamazoo Nature
Center.

Other supporters at $1,000
or more are Kalamazoo
Community Foundation,
Four Township Water
Resources Council (both
supporting specific pro-
jects in Kalamazoo and
Barry counties), and the
Copper Country Audubon
Society. A number of indi-
viduals and organizations
have provided support in
amounts ranging from five
to several hundred dollars.

To support increased effort
for the last two Atlas field
seasons, we have recently

about how

to avoid ;{%Eﬁ
them. d*i #
We are

entering the busiest time
for this multi-year project
and encourage you to plan
your surveys for the 2006
and 2007 seasons to cover
as many priority blocks as
you can. While we wel-
come data from anywhere
in the state, Atlas protocol
requires us to have cover-
age of the randomly se-
lected priority blocks. So
settle down by the win-
dow overlooking your
feeders, help yourself to a
cup of coffee or hot choco-
late, and start planning
your spring and summer
birding.

submitted grant applica-
tions to an array of local
funders in the Saginaw
Bay and western Michigan
areas. We have requested
funds from The Midland
Area Community Founda-
tion, Saginaw Bay Water-
shed Initiative Network,
Bay Area Community
Foundation, The Frey
Foundation, The Wege
Foundation, and The Capi-
tal Region Community
Foundation.

Individual donations also
are important, both to
provide additional funds
and to demonstrate sup-
port for the Atlas. See
page 5 for more details.

Atlas Contacts

Atlas Coordinator:

Raymond Adams

Regional Coordinators:

See list on page 3

Atlas Headquarters:
Kalamazoo Nature Center
Research Department

7000 North Westnedge Avenue
Kalamazoo, M1 49009-6309

Phone: (269) 381-9738, ext. 20
Fax: (269) 381-1228

Email: miatlas@naturecenter.org
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Priorities for 2006 Breeding Season

During the two remaining Atlas field sea-
sons, we have much to accomplish. We
must complete coverage of priority
blocks, identify and survey critical spe-
cialty blocks, greatly increase point count
coverage in priority blocks, assure ade-
quate coverage of critical habitat types,
and focus on species inadequately repre-
sented in surveys to date. The Michigan
Natural Features Inventory (MNFI) will
continue to survey woodland owls, grass-
land birds, nighthawks, and whip-poor-
wills and will do limited work on wet-
lands. To complement this, our plans for
2006 include a major effort to survey wet-
lands, especially riparian areas. These
areas frequently support higher species
totals and more individuals than other
habitat types and are essential for preserv-
ing Michigan’s avifaunal diversity.

Priority and Specialty Blocks

In each geographical township in the
state, a randomly selected ¥~township has
been designated as the priority block.
Approximately half of these priority
blocks have received at least some cover-
age so far. With just two seasons left, we
need people to expand their efforts to
include as many of the remaining priority
blocks in their areas as feasible. Areas
with particularly low coverage include the
Saginaw Bay area, northcentral Lower
Peninsula, much of southeastern Michi-
gan, and the western UP. Contact your
regional coordinator to learn about cover-
age needs near you. See the map on page
9 for an overview of coverage needs.

There are numerous non-priority blocks
with high diversity, rare, threatened or
endangered species, or unique habitats.
These blocks are important to the conser-
vation of Michigan’s breeding birds. We
need to know which species use them and
in what numbers. Because of the nature
of these areas, they have strong potential
for being included among Michigan’s
Important Bird Areas. MBBA Il data will
provide documentation for that effort.

If you are willing to survey priority or
specialty blocks with little or no coverage
to date, please contact us or your regional

coordinator for lists and maps.
Point Counts

With two years of fieldwork remaining,
it’s important that we make a significant
effort to complete point counts in priority
blocks. Having a clear picture of the state-
wide abundance of Michigan’s birds
should give us a clearer picture of where
conservation efforts need to be focused for
various species. We hope these data will
strengthen the case for government offi-
cials, land owners, land managers and
other decision-makers locally and
throughout Michigan to take appropriate
actions to protect and maintain healthy,
sustainable breeding bird populations.
The future of management for bird con-
servation will depend heavily on the
abundance data gathered for MBBA II.

Anyone capable of identifying most
breeding birds in their area can partici-
pate. Ultimately, we need to distribute
point counts fairly evenly throughout the
state. Five-minute point counts divided
into three- and two-minute intervals will
be used, with all species seen or heard
recorded at distances of 50 meters, 100
meters, and unlimited distance. Counts
will be conducted between sunrise and
10:30 am. Please request block assign-
ments and detailed instructions from the
Atlas office.

Target Habitats

There are about 120 rivers and streams
(36,350 river miles) in Michigan’s 62 major
watersheds. We plan to survey 25 to 30
major riparian systems in 2006. We also
plan to conduct point counts in at least 10
watersheds to provide abundance data for
riparian systems for use in determining
geographical variation in abundance,
habitat selection, species composition, and
fragmentation effects. The riparian bird
data will be useful for confirmation of
Important Bird Area sites associated with
rivers. Several riparian species are in-
cluded in the US Fish & Wildlife Resource
Conservation Priorities for Region 3.
Among these are American Bittern, Least
Bittern, Black-crowned Night-Heron, Red-

shouldered Hawk, Acadian Flycatcher,
Sedge Wren, Wood Thrush, Cerulean
Warbler, Prothonotary Warbler, and
Louisiana Waterthrush.

Canoe transects along rivers will be
scheduled. Avian species seen
or heard along each river
stretch will be tallied and
classified as possible,

probable or confirmed ?}

Fi

breeders, based on criteria
outlined in the Atlas hand-
book. Some volunteers will be asked to
conduct point counts on rivers, follow-
ing standard Atlas point count protocol.

In cooperation with MNFI, grassland
birds also will receive close attention in
2006, continuing the project begun in
2005. If you have larger grasslands (80
acres or more) within your survey
blocks, make sure to include these ar-
eas. Of course, you should always
avoid trespassing. If your area includes
a particularly large or diverse grassland
area, please notify the office so we can
determine if these grasslands should be
included in the MNFI point count pro-
ject. If you wish to participate directly
in the MNFI survey protocol, contact us
as soon as possible. See page 8 for
MNFI contact details.

Target Species

During the last two field seasons, we
will focus on documenting nesting oc-
currences, habitats and status of prior-
ity species within the state. These in-
clude Michigan rare, threatened, endan-
gered and special concern bird species,
US Fish & Wildlife Service focal species,
USFWS priority species for Region 3,
and Partners in Flight species of conti-
nental importance. A number of birds
are included in several of these lists.

Among the Michigan rare, threatened,
endangered and special concern species
are King Rail, Yellow Rail, Short-eared
Owl, Long-eared Owl, Yellow-throated
Warbler, Caspian Tern, Common Loon,
Loggerhead Shrike, and Kirtland’s,
Golden-winged, and Cerulean War-



Issue 1

Warblings From the Atlas

Page 3

2006 Priorities, cont.

blers. For a complete list, see
<web4.msue.msu.edu/mnfi/data/
specialanimals.cfm>.

We will also give priority to surveying
Michigan species outlined in Partners in
Flight’s “North American Landbird Con-
servation Plan” (2004). Among these are
Sedge Wren, LeConte’s Sparrow,
Henslow’s Sparrow, and Bobolink in
grasslands; Yellow Rail in wetlands;
Golden-winged and Connecticut Warblers
in shrub-scrub; Veery, Rose-breasted
Grosbeak, Black-billed Cuckoo, and Red-
headed Woodpecker in deciduous forests
and savannahs; and Canada Warbler in
deciduous and mixed forests.

Within the Partners in Flight’s North
American Landbird Conservation Plan, a
number of the Species of Continental Im-
portance listed occur in Michigan. These
species are classified by biome (Northern
Forest and Prairie Avifaunal) and by
whether they require immediate action,
management, or long-term planning and
responsibility. Breeding species include
Kirtland’s and Chestnut-sided Warblers,
Rusty Blackbird, and Wood Thrush in the
forest biome and Henslow’s Sparrow,
Golden-winged Warbler, Red - headed
Woodpecker, and Short-eared Owl in the
prairie biome.

There is clearly a great deal of work to be
done in the remaining two years. Fortu-
nately, there’s something for everyone,
whether you are interested in a particular
species, a habitat type or simply enjoy
being outdoors. In order to coordinate
our work effectively, it is extremely im-
portant that we know which areas are
being surveyed, so please keep in close
touch with your regional coordinator for
block assignments and with our office for
statewide efforts. Also, although we wel-
come data from anywhere in the state, we
particularly need you to survey in priority
and specialty blocks during these last two
years.

Regional Coordinators

Region Counties
1 Gobegic, Ontonagon
2 Houghton, Baraga, Iron, Keweenaw
3 Marquette, Menominee, Dickinson
4 Alger, Delta, Schoolcraft
5 Chippewa, Luce, Mackinac
6 Cheboygan, Otsego, Emmet, Charlevoix
7 Montmorency, Alpena, Presque Isle
8 Grand Traverse, Antrim, Leelanau
9 Manistee, Wexford, Benzie
10 Crawford, Missaukee, Roscommon, Kalkaska
11 losco, Oscoda, Alcona, Ogemaw
12 Lake, Oceana, Newaygo, Mason
13 Mecosta, Isabella, Osceola, Clare
14 Arenac, Midland, Bay, Gladwin
15 Kent, Muskegon, Ottawa
16 Gratiot, lonia, Montcalm
17 Genesee, Saginaw, Shiawassee
18 Huron, Tuscola, Sanilac
19a Allegan, Kalamazoo
19b Barry
20 Clinton, Eaton, Ingham
2la Livingston, Oakland
21b Oakland
22a Lapeer
22b Macomb, St. Clair
23 Berrien, Van Buren, Cass
24 Branch, St. Joseph
" Calhoun
25 Jackson, Hillsdale, Lenawee
26a Wayne
26b Monroe
26¢ Washtenaw

Coordinators
Katie Brashear

Terry McFadden
Ron Annelin

Sally Stebbins
Keith Saylor

Bob Carstens
Tim Granger

Russ Emmons
Mike Petrucha

Cory Gildersleeve
Janet Skeberdis

Doug Powless
Tom Oliver
Jeff Buecking

Ray Adams

Tom Funke

Karen Cleveland
Dick Wolinski
Mike Champagne
Mike Champagne
Russ Emmons

Dick Schinkel
Jon Wuepper
John Brenneman

Tom Funke
Lathe Claflin
Julie Craves
Allen Chartier
Dea Armstrong

phone
715-347-3010

906-226-1325
906-341-7578

231-526-1222
989-358-1041
231-938-5976
231-723-9822

586-727-5004
989-422-5192

989-739-2542
231-924-0387

616-451-9476
517-241-2733
248-603-8349 (W)

269-345-7593
269-9485777
517-241-4250
517-335-2633 (W)
810-796-3200
810-796-3200
586-727-5004
269-471-2953
269-445-0412 (w)
269-567-2875
269-9485777
616-846-3202 (W)
313-593-5338 (W)
313-274-3434
734-996-3266 (W)

If you are interested in filling one of the empty Coordinator volunteer positions, please contact
Ray at (269) 381-9738, ext. 20 or miatlas@naturecenter.org. Thank you.

email
kbras782@uwsp.edu

Mcfaddet@michigan.gov
rannelin@chartermi.net

stebbins@chartermi.net
kfsaylor@chartermi.net
carstens@chartermi.net
timgranger@hotmail.com

birdEland@pasty.net
petrucha@excite.com

cory.qgildersleeve@gmail.com
janet@michipete.com

doug@naturenearby.org
olivert@michigan.gov
jbuecking@juno.com

radams@naturecenter.org
tfunke@mei.net
clevelak@michigan.gov
rawolinski@comcast.net
spnc@tir.com

spnc@tir.com
birdEland@pasty.net
whitethroa@aol.com
wuepperj@hotmail.com
jbrenneman@naturecenter.org

tfunke@mei.net
Ickcdajc@umich.edu
jcraves@umd.umich.edu
amazilial@comcast.net
ddarm@umich.edu
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Data Reminders

We appreciate all the data you have sub-
mitted. However, we have received some
questions from Atlas participants about
filling out data cards, and some of the
checklists and casual cards have arrived
incomplete or in incorrect form. There-
fore, we are taking this opportunity to try
to clear up any confusion. Filling out your
checklists or cards according to instruc-
tions saves us a lot of data entry time.

We recommend filling out your cards in
pencil until the end of the breeding season
so that you can easily change dates or
numbers or enter a higher evidence code
at a later date. Also, pencil stands up to
outdoor moisture better than many inks.

Please use the quad-fold checklists (not
the cards) if you are surveying a block
and will likely have more than 10 bird
species to report. Use the casual cards to
record birds in your yard or at a local
park, but please send in documentation
only once per breeding season for each
species, recording the highest evidence of
breeding observed.

Recording the Date:

When you see a bird multiple times or
every day throughout the summer, please
write down the first date you see or hear
the bird demonstrating evidence of the
highest breeding criteria. Please do not
write “all summer” or “June-July.” We
need a specific date for the database.

For example, you hear a Black-capped
Chickadee singing May 1, 15, 28, June 2
and 11. You would record a Black-capped
Chickadee on May 15 with an evidence
code of S (singing male present at same
location at least a week apart). However,
if you also see a chickadee on May 15
building a nest, you would record May 15
and NB (nest building), because there is
higher evidence of breeding on this date.

Recording Number Seen:

Our objective is to document the number
of breeding pairs in a given block. If you
see 1 individual, you would record 1; if
you see a pair or a family group, re-
cording 1 is still appropriate.

For example, you see a Canada Goose
with 6 fledglings. You would record 1
Canada Goose with an evidence code of
FL (fledglings), rather than 7 Canada
Geese with FL (fledglings).

Another example: You walk down your
street and see 6 singing male Cardinals
and 4 female Cardinals. You would re-
cord 6 Cardinals, not ten, and the evi-
dence code would be P (pair observed in
suitable habitat during breeding season).
If you see 7 singing males the next week,
you would use that date and number in-
stead. Always use the date with the high-
est breeding evidence or, if the breeding
code is the same, number of pairs .

If you are covering an entire block, then
you should record the number of breed-
ing pairs of each species observed in that
block. You will not be able to count every
bird, so just record what you hear or see.
If you see large flocks of birds, please

Year_s005

Location__Kleinstuck Presevve
County___Kalanato o

Twp. a-s

Range__!- W

Block__ 3 (Section)__2%

Date | Hours Location/Observers

5-3 2 Kleinshuck ] Ea.:[ Adams
52| | Kleinshck [Ray Aalws
bl | | |kleinshek | Roy dvons
eS| 3 | Kieinshck/ Ray Adans s

Jolm Bnmm.\

Name  Ppy Adams

Address coo N, westnedge
Kalemulod ,ma,  Zip Y9009

Telephone (Zea) 381-1571%

Emal  RAdams @ hefure center.ong

avoid writing “several” or “many;” in-
stead, please make your best estimate of
breeding pairs.

Recording your Effort:

If you are covering large areas or blocks
and using the quad-fold checklists, please
remember to record the number of hours
spent actively looking for birds in the
area. When you are covering an area that
you walk every day, then give us your
best estimate of time spent looking for the
birds. When interpreting the data for a
given area, it helps to know the number of
search hours. Existing and potential fun-
ders are interested in how much volunteer
time we are putting into the Atlas.

Thanks for your cooperation, and please
feel free to contact us if you have addi-
tional questions regarding data collection
or reporting.

SPECIES DATE | #SEEN| OB|PO| PR|

8

Great Blue Heron 5-3| | #)

Green Heron 6-i5| | *

¥

Turkey Vulture eis| |
Canada Goose eS| 1| £y

Wood Duck s3] > [d

Red-tailed Hawk -2k oN
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Patches and T-shirts

Do you want to show off your involve-
ment with the Atlas? Do you (or someone
you know) collect patches or T-shirts?
Well then, you’re in luck! Michigan
Breeding Bird Atlas Il is proud to an-
nounce its decal, patch, and T-shirt.

The static-cling window decal ($2) is 3”
square and shows the MBBA Il logo in
color. This is the same logo that appears
on all Atlas correspondence but in an
easily transportable form. Stick it in your
car window and make other motorists
envious about how you spend your free
time, outside with the birds. Stick itin
your office and make your co-workers
even more jealous.

The 3” round patch ($5) features a wading

Black-necked Stilt, with pale blue sky,
dark blue water, “Michigan Breeding Bird
Atlas 11” along the top in green and the
dates of the Altlas in white at the bottom.
Black-necked Stilts were not known to
breed in Michigan before this Atlas effort.
This patch commemorates two nests con-
firmed in Monroe County in 2003.

The T-shirt ($15) is a cheerful yellow with
the full-color MBBA 11 logo on the front
and the logos of the major sponsors on the
back. We have sizes to fit most adults,
from S to XXL.

We also have a few patches from the first
Atlas project (also $5). The 4 %4 -wide
oval patch features a brown nest with
three gray and white Loggerhead Shrike

nestlings. The background is white, the
wording is blue.

These items won’t be re-ordered, so when
we run out, they’re gone. Don’t delay!

Contributions Needed

Many of our readers are donating signifi-
cant amounts of time to the Atlas, and this
is greatly appreciated. We couldn’t do it
without you. However, even with volun-
teer help, there are significant financial
costs for the project. Please consider help-
ing to fund the efforts of your Atlas. We
are submitting grant applications to vari-
ous community foundations, and part of
what they look at is what other support
we receive. Donations from individuals,
in any amount, indicate community in-
volvement and support and make our
grant requests more attractive.

Why do we need funding? Our office
costs include the entry of all the data re-
ported by volunteers and staff, all the
forms, maps, and handbooks mailed out
to participants, and time spent answering
questions by phone or email. Training
sessions are organized and held in various
areas around the state. We hire supple-
mental field staff, sending them to areas
that volunteers haven’t covered. These
last two years of data-gathering are cru-
cial to the success of the whole project. If

our data are not complete enough, our
final maps will be less useful.

If you donate to the Atlas, we’ll send you
a thank-you gift. (Please let us know your
T-shirt size, if you donate at an appropri-
ate level.) More importantly, the birds
will benefit, and the final publication will
be that much better.

Sponsorship Levels

Eastern Bluebird — up to $35: static-cling
window decal

Northern Cardinal - $35-$99: patch and
window decal

Wood Duck — $100-$299: name listed on
donor page in book, T-shirt, patch, and
window decal

Kirtland’s Warbler — $300-$499: name
listed on sponsored species page and on
donor page, T-shirt, patch, and window
decal

Common Loon - $500-$1000: 8x10” photo
of the sponsored bird, name listed on
sponsored species page and on donor
page, T-shirt, patch, and window decal

Bald Eagle — more than $1000: auto-
graphed copy of the publication, 8x10”
photo of the sponsored bird, name listed
on sponsored species page and on donor
page, T-shirt, patch, and window decal
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All Eyes on the Long-eared Owl

by Caleb Putnam, Coordinator, Michigan Important Bird Areas Program

The Long-eared Owl may be the most
difficult breeding bird in Michigan to
find. Its secretive habits and cryptic
plumage undoubtedly limit the number of
annual observations in Michigan, as
shown by the paucity of observations
during the first breeding bird atlas. As a
result, most authors register the species as
“rare” in our state, and it is currently
listed as threatened on the Michigan En-
dangered Species List. But because at-
lasing and other common sampling meth-
ods do a poor job of sampling species
which occur in localized habitats, this
designation may not reflect the bird’s
actual abundance in our state. Indeed,
many suspect the species is actually more
common than reports would indicate
(e.g., Evers 1991).

A recent study from Minnesota (Hertzel
and Hertzel 2000) reached this same con-
clusion. Targeted searches found that the
species is actually “common” in appropri-
ate habitats in Minnesota’s southern third.
Given the lack of coordinated searches in
Michigan and the similarity of habitats
between the two states, we have reason to
suspect this may apply to Michigan as
well. And although not always on the
radar screen of most birders, developing a
search image for Long-eared habitat is
easier than you think. Further informa-
tion on the distribution and abundance of
this species in Michigan is highly desir-
able; it will help land managers better
understand the species’ actual status and
abundance in the state and to assess its
conservation needs more accurately.

Developing a Search Image

Michigan’s Long-eared Owls inhabit dense
thickets near open habitats supporting a
high abundance of Meadow Voles and
other mammalian prey. This owl appar-
ently forages in the same habitats as the

Short-eared Owl and Northern Harrier,
and the presence of these species suggests
that one should check any nearby thickets
closely. Foraging Long-eareds patrol low
over large, grassy old fields and marshes,
or occasionally in open conifer forests.
But unlike the Short-eared, they are
strictly nocturnal and rarely, if ever, seen
foraging before dark. More importantly,
the Long-eared never roosts in the open,
instead retreating to the densest available
cover adjacent to its open foraging areas.

South of the Muskegon to Bay City
“tension zone” (i.e., the transition from
southern deciduous to northern hard-
woods/boreal forest), preferred roosting
habitats include 20’ to 50’ tall plantations
of Scotch Pine, Red Pine, or White Pine.
The best plantations are sufficiently large
and dense that they appear opaque when
viewed from the outside. They may lack a
significant understory. Other roosts, such
as White Pine, may be impenetrable ex-
cept for crawling space. Eastern redcedar
and spruce thickets, especially those adja-
cent to large marshes and on sloping land,
also are utilized. Rarely, deciduous thick-
ets such as hawthorn are used. In all
cases, owls are roosting in the densest
available thicket within a short distance of
suitable foraging habitat.

North of the tension zone, little specific
information is available. However, the
species has been recorded in April in
young, upland jack pine plantings near El
Dorado (Crawford County) and at least
two summer nesting records from nearby
jack pine forests are known. In this re-
gion, the species may forage in grassy
clear cuts created for Kirtland’s Warbler
management and roost and nest in nearby
older stands. Upper Peninsula observa-
tions of singing males in Mackinac
County have been made in tall balsam fir

An active Long-eared Owl winter roost and nesting site.
Western Lower Michigan.
© Caleb Putnam 2006.

forests adjoining wet open fields (pers.
obs./MNFI data), and it is possible that
the use of open conifer forests (e.g., Bull et
al. 1983) is more widespread in northern
Michigan than in the south. This could
account for the low number of northerly
winter and summer records, since finding
these owls in widespread habitats is pre-
sumably more difficult than finding them
in discrete, localized patches (e.g., pine
plantations).

Finding Long-eareds

Craighead and Craighead (1956) reported
that regular winter roosts (which can in-
volve up to 15 birds) were often used as
nesting sites at the end of the winter. All
but two of the birds present would depart
sometime in March, leaving behind only
the breeding pair. Thus, atlasers should
begin targeted searches as early as late
November, when most winter roosts are
already occupied.

Daytime searching with 2 or more observ-
ers is the easiest way to locate roosting
birds. Walk systematically through the
thicket, leaving no corner untouched. Pay
close attention to the very densest
patches, as these are clearly sought by the
birds. Owls may flush from a distance of
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All Eyes on the Long-eared Owl, cont.

100 feet or more, flying away from the
searchers. Have one person stand back
and watch while the other pushes forward
through the thicket. Listen for the move-
ment of branches —this is often the only
audible clue that a bird has flushed.

Occasionally, roosting birds, especially
those in impenetrable thickets, may not
budge until you’'re directly underneath
them. Watch close to the trunk for their
crow-sized apparitions, and look closely.
More than once I've walked directly un-
derneath a roosting pair and missed them!
Roosting birds are often found at a height
of 10 to 25 feet.

As with most owls, active roosts will pro-
duce some amount of whitewash and
pellets on the underlying substrate. But
remember that time spent looking at the
ground means an increased risk of miss-
ing a flushing bird overhead, so | always
recommend at least one complete walk-
through of the roost before concentrating
on the ground.

Starting in mid-March, all known winter
roosts should be monitored for breeding
behavior. Courtship starts by mid-March
in lower Michigan (early to mid-April in
Mackinac County), and nesting often be-
gins by April 10 (late April or early May
in the Upper Peninsula). Shortly after
sunset, usually during twilight, the male
will begin calling. Single, high-pitched
“hoo” notes are given at 2-4 second inter-
vals for up to 5-10 minute periods. Call-
ing may be strongest before midnight.
The female often answers with higher-
pitched, cat-like “mew” notes, and the
male may respond with single in-flight
wing-claps given above the nest site. It is
reported that Long-eared Owl “hoo”
notes can be heard from a distance of one
km or more on calm nights, but in my

experience this note is often inaudible
from more than a few hundred feet. Ad-
ditionally, nocturnal broadcast surveys
seem to have little success with this spe-
cies unless birds are very close (pers.
obs./MNFI).

Artificial Nest Platforms

Long-eared Owls do not build their own
nests, instead occupying deserted mid-
size platforms of other species, such as
American Crows and Cooper’s Hawks.
Given the limited availability of high-
quality platforms in many preferred
roosts, it is possible that the species is
nest-site limited in Michigan. Studies in
England (Garner 1982, Glue 1977) have
found that the species will nest in willow
baskets lined with a variety of sticks and
placed 15 feet high in known roosts, and |
am currently experimenting with this
method in lower Michigan. Anyone inter-
ested in erecting baskets should contact
the Kalamazoo Nature Center Research
Department for more information.

Reporting Long-eared Owls

Finding Long-eared Owils is one of the
more rewarding experiences in birding.
But, given the sensitive nature of this spe-
cies, it is wise to avoid flushing birds from
their daytime roosts as much as possible.
Visits should be spaced at least one week
apart, as desertion becomes likely the
more often you visit. The species is most
sensitive late in courtship and early in
nesting (during early to mid-April in the
Lower Peninsula), so once a suspected
nesting pair is found, avoid nighttime visits
entirely to avoid disturbing courtship be-
havior. Please be especially cautious
about disclosing roosts to birding listservs
and other public venues, as disturbance of
the roost can quickly become a problem.
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Artificial nest basket used to supplement
available crow platforms in a southern
Michigan Long-eared Owl roost.
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Grassland Bird Observations Needed by MNFI

by Julie Gibson, Michigan Natural Features Inventory

Michigan Natural Features Inventory
(MNFI) is a non-regulatory agency which
is part of the MSU Extension Program.
Teams of scientists with expertise in bot-
any, zoology, aquatic ecology, and ecol-
ogy conduct surveys throughout the state,
mapping locations of several rare and
declining plants, animals, and natural
ecosystems. We provide information,
training, and education to help conserva-
tion organizations, agencies, and units of
government make land-use decisions.

Among the many projects MNFI is cur-
rently conducting is a three-year, state-
wide survey of grassland birds. This ex-
citing project will supplement the Michi-

gan Breeding Bird Atlas I, will help shed
light on habitat use by this suite of spe-
cies, and will promote an overall increase
in awareness of grassland bird issues in
Michigan. We encourage you to be on the
lookout for breeding grassland birds, such
as Grasshopper Sparrow and the rare
Henslow’s Sparrow, and to take detailed
notes on their locations, which you can
include on the Rare Bird Observation
Form, found at:

<www.michigan.gov/documents/
rare_bird_form_119718_7.pdf>.

It is important that we document the pres-
ence of these birds, not only to increase

Join the Breeding Bird Survey

Michigan has a number of federal Breeding
Bird Survey routes not currently receiving
coverage. If qualified observers, able to
identify species by sight and sound, run
these routes each year, Michigan will have
better data on long-term population trends
for many species.

There is a prescribed methodology, but it is
not difficult and requires only one morning
per year. Many surveyors take an addi-
tional morning to scout the route a day or
two ahead of time to make sure bridges are
still in place and that they can identify eve-
rything that's singing. BBS brochures and
training CDs are available.

For more information, call or email Ray
Adams at (269) 381-9738, ext. 20, or
radams@naturecenter.org. To learn more
about the federal Breeding Bird Survey
program, visit <www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs/
index.html>.

our knowledge of this suite of species, but
also to supplement the MNFI database of
protected species. This information gets
put to good use. For example, when per-
mit applications are submitted to the DNR
or DEQ to fill a wetland or develop an
area, the MNFI database is queried for the
presence of any nearby protected species
and natural communities. Recommenda-
tions are based on the presence of these
occurrences. Please contact Julie Gibson
<gibsonjm@michigan.gov> for further
information.

Available Michigan Breeding Bird Survey Routes

Route # Route Name
1 Ontonagon

2 Bergland

5 Ned Lake

6 Herman

7 Crystal Falls

10 Ishpeming

11 Brocky Lake
44 Brush Creek
50 North Bradley
51 Ola

60 Beaver Lake
64 Owendale

71 Tyre

162 Herron

168 Hartland

Counties

Ontonagon

Gogebic, Ontonagon
Baraga, Iron

Baraga

Iron

Marquette

Marquette
Montmorency, Otsego
Bay, Midland

Gratiot, Midland
Alcona, Alpena, Oscoda
Huron, Sanilac
Sanilac

Alcona, Alpena
Livingston, Oakland
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MBBA Coverage to Date—A Call to Action!

MBBA Il has been scheduled for six years
of fieldwork to make it comparable to the
first Atlas. While we have received obser-
vations from over 3,100 blocks, we have
completed coverage in only around 500 of
1,700 priority blocks. In order to finish
fieldwork in the next two years, we need
more of you to focus your survey activity
in previously un- or under-surveyed pri-
ority blocks. The map below indicates

levels of priority block coverage for each
county during the first four years, based
on the number of priority blocks with 50
or more species. Although in most of the
state we would expect to find more than
50 breeding species in a block, in some
areas, such as southeast Michigan, the
blocks may contain fewer breeding spe-
cies. We do have additional coverage in
secondary and non-priority blocks, but,

Michigan Breeding Bird Atlas Il

while useful, this does not make up for
lack of priority block coverage.

The challenge is clear. We need more
surveyors and we need each surveyor
to cover more priority blocks, by both
completing coverage in those priority
blocks that already have been started
and visiting new priority blocks.

Priority Block Coverage as of March 2006

F

[_] lessthan 25% coverage
[ 1 26% to 50% coverage

51% to 75% coverage /
greater than 75% coverage

e

Kalamazoo Nature Center
Mark E. Milller 2006
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The Barn Owl in Michigan

by Caleb Putnam, Coordinator, Michigan Important Bird Areas Program

The Barn Owl has the dubious distinction
of being one of only a handful of breeding
birds which have probably been extir-
pated from the state of Michigan. Since
the last documented nest in Monroe
County in 1983, the species has, to an ex-
tent, fallen off the radar screen. Of the
eight birds on the Michigan endangered
species list categorized as endangered, the
Barn Owl is one currently receiving little
or no conservation attention.

Still, the species has been reported in the
state at least four times since 1983
(Michigan Bird Records Committee data),
and it is possibly still a very rare breeder
in our state. State conservation organiza-
tions both private and public are express-
ing renewed interest in this species, and
the Breeding Bird Atlas is currently seek-
ing observations of the species in Michi-
gan. Atlas staff are interested in following
up on any reports from recent years.

Michigan History

Originally very rare in Michigan, the Barn
Owl expanded its range in our state from
the south following the large-scale clear-
ing of forests for agricultural pasture in
the late 1800s and early 1900s. The species
exploded between 1920 and 1940, with
records throughout the southern Lower
Peninsula as far north as Bay, Midland,
and Montcalm counties (Lerg 1984).
However, starting in the late 1940s the
species began to decline precipitously,
concurrent with large scale conversion of
pasture and hay lands to row crops. The
loss of grasses, and thus Meadow Voles
and other microtine rodents (the domi-
nant prey items), is thought to be a major
factor contributing to this decline.

The last stronghold of the species was in
coastal Monroe County in the 1970s,
where nests were present until the early
1980s. Since then, there have been numer-
ous unconfirmed reports but only four
accepted records of single birds: Grand
Traverse County (3 Aug 1990), Manistee
County (16 Mar 1995-11 May 1996), Cass
County (3 Apr 1994), and Chippewa

County (20 Feb 2000) (Michigan Bird Re-
cords Committee data).

Where to look in Michigan

Like Greater Prairie-Chickens and many
other declining grassland species, Barn
Owls are area sensitive. They depend
upon the maintenance of large tracts of
grassland or wet meadow at the land-
scape level to maintain a population. The
destruction and fragmentation of Michi-
gan’s pastures and meadowlands cer-
tainly explains in large part the decline
experienced here. If it still persists, the
Barn Owl is most likely to be found in
areas where the largest amount of unfrag-
mented grassland and wet meadow habi-
tat still exist.

GIS analysis by Christopher Hoving of the
Michigan DNR has shown that the best
remaining grassland tracts exist in the
following primary areas: a band running
westward from Saginaw Bay to Lake
Michigan, the Thumb, and isolated parts
of the three lower tiers of counties (Fig. 1).

Grassland areas in the northern Lower
Peninsula and eastern Upper Peninsula
are considered less likely to host Barn
Owls because they are not within the spe-
cies’ historical range, which extended
north to approximately the Bay-Midland
tension zone (Lerg 1984). It may come as
a surprise that areas as far north as Clare
and Gladwin counties are on our Barn
Owl radar screen. We believe the habitat
conditions are appropriate, and there is at
least one very recent, unconfirmed sum-
mer report from this area.

Within the three southern tiers of coun-
ties, the best remaining patches are in
Cass County, southern Barry County, and
on the Jackson/Washtenaw/Lenawee
County boundary. Northern Allegan
County also has a sizeable patch. Very
interesting is a large aggregation in the
Montcalm/Mecosta/Isabella complex, an
underbirded area.

Lastly, it is important to point out that the

locations in Figure 1 are not the only pos-
sible locations for Barn Owl, as grasslands
smaller than 200 acres are present in many
other areas but do not show up on this
map.

Current Efforts to Monitor and Manage

The first priority in any Barn Owl project
is to determine whether the species is
present within our borders, and if so,
where and when. We plan to publish
articles in agricultural newsletters and
other publications soliciting reports from
those who live in appropriate habitats and
are likely to recognize the bird.

But the efficacy of this method has been
guestioned, and given the difficulty of
detecting the species, those who have
birds on their property may not necessar-
ily know it. A useful second stage of this
project could involve erecting nest boxes
in appropriate habitats and monitoring
them regularly for breeding evidence.
This has not yet been initiated, but land-
owners wishing to do this on their own
are encouraged to contact the Kalamazoo
Nature Center Research Department for
more information.

Erecting nest boxes would minimize any
nest-site limitation the species is experi-
encing in Michigan. This phenomenon is
well documented in other states, where
Barn Owls are known to be opportunistic
in their use of human-made nest struc-
tures (e.g., boxes, silos, barns, haystacks,
etc.) in the absence of appropriate natural
cavities. The species is known to forage
up to 2-3 kilometers from the nest site
(Colvin 1984), and to roost even further
away, so even a few boxes in appropriate
landscapes could benefit the species.

Summary

As you are canvassing your local Atlas
blocks and birding patches, keep in mind
the possibility of Barn Owls in any rem-
nant grassland or wet meadow habitats.
If you live near one of the grassland
patches shown in Fig. 1, consider visiting
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The Barn Owl in Michigan, cont.
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the area at night in late May or June to
play tapes or just listen for Barn Owls at
appropriate roost sites. Or consider erect-
ing a Barn Owl box. It is our hope that
this state-endangered bird can be redis-
covered and brought back to its former
status as a regular breeder within our
state.

Iichigan Dept. of Matural Resources
weaw, michigan.gowvidnr

DR Landowner Incentive Pragram
{rev. 2006aprs - CLH/LP)
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Figure 1. Landscapes in Michigan with
extensive grasslands. The colored ar-
eas are areas with contiguous grass-
lands, including emergent wetlands, as
derived from 2000 classified satellite
data. Courtesy Michigan DNR.



Michigan Breeding Bird Atlas Il is a multi-year (fieldwork 2002-2007),
statewide project coordinated by Kalamazoo Nature Center, with major
financial support from Michigan Department of Natural Resources, to
resurvey the state’s breeding birds. The Atlas documents nesting distribu-
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The second MBBA will provide an opportunity to identify changes that
may have occurred since the 1980s. The final publications will create
awareness of birds and bird conservation among Michigan citizens, and
the data will strengthen the case for government officials, land owners,
land managers and other decision makers throughout Michigan to take
appropriate actions to protect and maintain healthy, sustainable breeding
bird populations in the state.

Documenti ng M ichigan’s Birds For more information about the Atlas or to participate, please contact the
Research Department at Kalamazoo Nature Center.
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